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5
The Vulnerability of a 
Great Power

Your dearest wish is for our state structure and our ideological system
never to change, to remain as they are for centuries. But history is not
like that. Every system either finds a way to develop or else it col-
lapses.

Alexander Solzhenitsyn, 19731

There is no way that one man can preserve the Soviet Union.
Boris Yeltsin to reporters in Washington, DC, 20 June 19912

In early spring 1988, Mikhail Gorbachev asked Colin Powell: ‘what are
you going to do now that you’ve lost your best enemy?’3 For many this
was to be the pressing question of world politics.4 But no one wondered
what the Soviet Union was going to do now that it had lost its ‘best
enemy’. With the end of the Cold War, the circumstances of Soviet exis-
tence had changed profoundly. The ideology, which had been a central
foundational and organisational element of the state, was gone. The
confidence of an eastern European buffer zone of ‘fraternal’ states had
disappeared virtually overnight, and CPSU rule was frail and getting
weaker by the day. The ideological and material utility of a conflict with
a hostile power was no longer a resource for state stability. Within the
Soviet Union, the reform process was unleashing social chaos which,
along with division in the ruling elite and the leadership’s uncertainty
regarding just how to go about repairing the state, clearly meant that
things could never again be as they were.

In the period between the UN speech in December 1988 – the highest
point of the Gorbachev arc – and late August 1991, the Soviet state
became an ineffective institution. In the end, on a snowy day in early
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December in Belovezhsky Forest, Leonid Kravchuk, Boris Yeltsin and
Stanislau Shushkevich, put it out of its misery. They signed an agree-
ment which formally disposed of the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics.5 The Soviet monolith which had, only a few years ago, been
the source of so much fear and loathing, was gone. It was replaced by
its 15 constituent republics and a loose knit Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS).

This fifth chapter has two aims. The first is to show the ways in which
the ending of the Cold War helped to destabilise the Soviet state and
helped to produce the condition of Soviet state vulnerability. The
second is to show how the vulnerability and consequent weakness of
state institutions allowed three major social forces – elite fragmentation,
nationalist/republican demands and economic crisis – to dissolve the
mechanisms with which the Soviet Union had been able to operate and
reproduce itself. Its underlying purpose then is to use the historical
sociological theory developed earlier in this book to examine the
international dimensions of the failure of the Soviet state with specific
reference to the role played by the end of the international confronta-
tion in hindering the reproduction processes of the Soviet state.

In Chapter 1, vulnerability was defined as a condition in which the
means with which the state had previously reproduced its dominance
could not continue, but new means had yet to be found, leaving the
state vulnerable to challenges to its authority. This concept will be used
to help explain the predicament that the USSR faced in the 1990–91
period. More precisely, this chapter will show that the end of the Cold
War contributed several crucial aspects, both structural and contingent,
to the conditions which made the state vulnerable to forces with which
it ultimately failed to cope. In the early 1980s, the Soviet Union was not
a state on the brink of destruction. It was not a seething cauldron of ani-
mosity and desperation only held together by the invocation of a myth-
ical enemy and a vigilant and ruthless KGB.6 Yet, by late 1990–early
1991, the economy had virtually ceased to function, the populations of
many of the republics were at one another’s throats, food was hard to
come by and buyers’ panics drove what supplies could be found out of
stores faster than they could be unloaded. This fall from a stunted, but
still functioning, economy and society, to near total socio-economic
chaos was the consequence of dramatically changed domestic and inter-
national circumstances.

The chapter has three parts. The first will give an overview of 
the constituent elements of the Soviet breakdown and collapse. The
purpose of this is to clarify precisely what it was that collapsed and to
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make the distinction between the forces impelling state breakdown and
the process which constituted the actual collapse of the Soviet institu-
tions. Second, the chapter will evaluate the extent to which the end of
the Cold War played a role in Soviet weakness. It will focus on three
points: how the sources of Soviet power which derived from the inter-
national confrontation no longer existed; how the end of the Cold War
affected Soviet state power-as-practice and third, how, in a more
immediate sense the end of the Cold War was a political weapon with
which opponents could attack the state. Finally, it will look at the fatal
blows which brought about the final collapse and will evaluate,
using the concept of state vulnerability, how the end of the Cold War
helped to contribute to the breakdown of Soviet rule. The end of the
international confrontation did not cause the collapse of the Soviet
Union, but the shift it precipitated in the Soviet Union’s international
posture, and in the larger conditions of international politics, helped
make a once great power vulnerable to forces it had previously been able
to withstand.

The Soviet collapse

Explanations of the collapse of the Soviet Union abound. Certain schol-
ars have asserted that the Soviet Union collapsed because of its despotic
nature,7 while others have argued that the edifice was brought down by
misguided reforms in a ‘revolution from above’.8 Some maintain that
the collapse was due to an inability to cope with the information revo-
lution,9 others that it was the product of the institutional nature of the
political opportunity structures which emerged in the 1980s,10 still
others have argued that it was an inevitable product of the Soviet system
which was not viable and doomed to failure.11 While it is hard envisage
the Soviet Union limping on in the twenty-first century, our imagina-
tions must make that effort. It is fair to say that, eventually, the USSR
would have crumbled, in the way that all tyrannical regimes do in time.
But there was nothing inevitable in the nature or timing of the Soviet
Union’s fall.12 Dallin rightly makes the point that the ‘Soviet collapse
[was] the product of unintended results, both of socio-economic develop-
ment and of earlier policy choices’.13 The transformation from a strong
state to a broken one was the result of both longer term developments as
well as the specific acts of the Gorbachev regime.

The Soviet Union existed in many ways, as an idea, as well as a state.
Cox argues that there were at least four ways in which Soviet existence
could be conceived: it was a functioning planned economy; it was an
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alternative to capitalism; it was a perceived threat to the West and it was
an empire.14 That was not all, it was also a set of state institutions, the
centre of a global challenge to imperialism and capitalism, and was
thought by many to be the repository of the idea of communism. Some
even saw the Soviet control of Eastern Europe as a fundamental part of
the Union. So when one speaks of the collapse of the Soviet Union, to
what, precisely, is one referring?

The concern here is with the Soviet Union understood as a set of
institutions of political rule. While the other aspects of Soviet existence
are important, they are secondary and in many ways contingent upon
the functioning of the Soviet state. Chapter 2 elaborated a theory of
state power which showed that the state can be thought of as a bundle
of institutions which make a set of moral and political claims that are
reinforced by an effective use of force, which in turn frames the social
relations of the people within a circumscribed territory. Following this
argument, the ‘collapse of the Soviet Union’ here refers first and
foremost to the breakdown of a specific system of rule over a given
population and territory. This means that the institutions of state – the
CPSU, the ministries, the KGB and so on – and the patterns through
which these institutions related, both to one another and to the popu-
lation at large, ceased to function in any meaningful sense which was
identifiable with the old regime.

The formal end of the USSR occurred at midnight on 31 December
1991. It is a useful date, for, while the legal recognition of what was
already a substantive reality may be seen as a belated and purely
symbolic move,15 such a view underplays the importance of political
symbolism and also ignores the importance of the principle of rule
which is central to the proper and adequate functioning of states. One
could argue that the Soviet Union ceased to exist during the ‘flood of
sovereignties’ of 1989, or on 20 December 1989 when the Lithuanian
Communist Party broke off relations with the CPSU, or even on 4 May
when the Latvian Parliament declared itself independent from the USSR.
But to adhere to these arguments overlooks several important facts.
First, despite the problems of 1989–1990, the USSR continued to func-
tion, albeit poorly, at least until the coup of 1991. Second, while the
USSR was clearly an empire of sorts, the loss of empire was not cotermi-
nous with the collapse of the state. Third, while the Baltic and central
Asian states were crucial to the working of the USSR, their loss was not
catastrophic. The Union was, at its core, a Slavic affair. Therefore, the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union must be understood, first and foremost, as the
failure of the institutions of rule to function effectively in the heartland
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republics: the Russian Soviet Federal Socialist Republic (RSFSR), Ukraine
and Byelorussia.

The breakdown of the Soviet Union was the product of four separate
though related developments: sovereignty and independence
claims against the Union; elite fragmentation; the failure of state insti-
tutions and the formation of new state institutions. The first step along
this path was taken by the growth of sovereignty and independence
claims which had a meaningful form and resonated with various popu-
lations. The first claim to sovereignty was made by the Estonian
Supreme Soviet on 16 November 1988. Lithuania, Latvia and Georgia
soon followed in 1989.16 In the spring of 1990, the Baltic states then
declared their independence spurred on by the passing of the Law of
Secession from the Union on 3 April 1990. This Act presaged more chal-
lenging calls for sovereignty. On 16 July, the Ukrainian Supreme Soviet
declared its sovereignty which opened the floodgates. Eleven days later,
Byelorussia’s Supreme Soviet followed suit and by the end of the year, 10
of the 15 Union republics had claimed sovereignty as their own.17

More crucially, in the following year, the flood of sovereignties turned
into a tide of independence claims.18 While the Baltics had always been
different from the other republics – closer to Europe, more affluent and
more nationalistic – in their bid for independence, however, they estab-
lished the pattern for the disintegration of the Union. The Baltic States
held referenda on their independence which were overwhelmingly sup-
ported.19 Shortly thereafter, Yeltsin garnered more effective power as
RSFSR president and, in a highly symbolic moment, was voted in as the
first democratically elected Russian leader on 12 June with 57.3 per cent
of the vote.20 Georgia, following the pattern, declared its independence
on 9 April.21 But it was not until the coup attempt of 18–21 August that
the calls for independence became overwhelming. On 24 August,
Ukraine declared itself independent. This declaration was repeated in
the following months by Byelorussia,22 Moldova,23 Kazakhstan,
Tajikistan,24 Azerbaijan,25 Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan,26 Armenia27 and
Turkmenistan.28 By 26 October 1991, every single republic, except the
RSFSR, had declared itself independent from the Union.

Sovereignty and independence claims alone did not undo the state.
But they are indicative of a number of things. First, they show that
the Soviet’s moral claim to final legitimate authority had eroded to the
point of non-existence. Second, their timing, particularly the explosion
of independence claims after the coup, are good evidence that the
conservative efforts to seize power marked the beginning of the end for
the Soviet state. Third, the claims made the Soviet leadership’s efforts to
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cling to power even more desperate.29 Chapter 2 showed that state
power should be understood in processual terms, and particularly that
central to the reproduction of state power was the process of power-
as-practice.30 During 1990 and 1991, it was apparent that the inability to
practice state power seriously undermined both the functioning and the
credibility of the Soviet state.

The split in the ruling elite, and particularly the fracturing and ultimate
death of the CPSU, was the second development which propelled Soviet
collapse. The CPSU was the most important institution of the Soviet state.
As it began to fragment, due both to elite divisions and to a waning insti-
tutional capacity, so too the other major state institutions began to fail.
Gorbachev contributed to the death of CPSU power in a number of ways.
First, he dismantled the apparat in the Central Committee plenum in
September 1988. This was a calculated gamble undertaken to try to cir-
cumvent the elements of the party which had been blocking reform.31

The next step towards the CPSU’s demise was the removal of Article 6
from the Constitution, which guaranteed the party’s ‘leading’ role in the
state.32 Both these decisions were taken by reformist elements within the
party, with the latter a response to demands which reflected the demon-
stration effect of the pluralisation of politics in Eastern Europe which the
Soviets had not only allowed, but also positively encouraged. However, it
was ultimately forces from without which were to destroy the party.
Yeltsin’s decree of 20 July 1991, which banned political activity in state
institutions, was the first direct attempt to substantially undermine party
power. The reality of party emasculation was reflected at the twenty-
eighth Party Congress in July 1991 when it became clear that the newly
appointed Politburo would have no role whatsoever in the running of the
state. The party’s actual termination began with Gorbachev’s last act prior
to his resignation as General Secretary: the suspension of CPSU activities
on 24 August 1991, in the aftermath of the failed coup. The party’s death
was hastened on 29 August when the Russian Supreme Soviet banned its
activities and was killed off completely when Yeltsin issued a decree which
banned the party outright and claimed its property for the RSFSR on
6 November 1991.

It was the failure of the state institutions, such as the economic, fiscal
and other institutions, and the rise of alternative institutions within
Russia and the republics, which provided the third development that
undid the state. The failure of a state, in functional terms, requires that
the vital organs of state power fail to work effectively. In this case,
it involved the double movement of a declining efficacy of Soviet
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institutions combined with the rise of alternative republican and
Russian ones. An example of this was the restructuring of the KGB into
three separate organisations: a border guard unit; a foreign intelligence
service and an inter-republic internal security service.33 The rise of
alternative institutions, particularly during 1991, ensured a relatively
peaceful transition from Soviet to republican rule.

The death of the state was finalised by the usurpation of the institu-
tions of the Union by the various bodies of the republics. This process
began on 4 November 1991 when the USSR State Council abolished all
the Soviet ministries except for those of defence, foreign affairs and elec-
tric and nuclear power. On 15 November, Yeltsin issued a series of presi-
dential decrees taking control of virtually all financial and economic
activity going on in the RSFSR. On 22 November, the RSFSR Supreme
Soviet took control of what had been the state bank of the USSR.
Gorbachev’s efforts to hold the Union together in some loose, non-
Soviet form led to the publication of a new Union Treaty on
27 November. Despite this, the USSR passed the point of no return as a
functioning and meaningful geopolitical and state entity when
Ukrainians voted overwhelmingly in favour of independence, installing
former communist Leonid Kravchuk as President on 1 December.34

Yeltsin recognised Ukrainian independence and, on 8 December, signed
the Belovezh Agreement which declared that the USSR ceased to exist
and which established the foundation of the CIS. On 13 December, the
Central Asian states agreed to join the CIS. Finally, on recognising that
the Soviet state was an empty vessel on 17 December, Gorbachev
announced that the USSR would cease to exist at the end of the year.
Two formalities remained: on 21 December, the heads of 11 of the newly
independent states met in Alma-Ata and signed the treaty forming the
CIS,35 and, on 31 December, the USSR slipped from view.

To reiterate, the institutions of the Soviet state broke down in the
following way. A series of sovereignty and independence claims began
to undermine already weak structures, the CPSU began to fragment and
fracture and it was ultimately banned. In place of the failing Soviet insti-
tutions, effective Russian and other republican institutions began to
emerge. Finally, the remaining formal and substantive elements of the
Soviet state were swallowed by the successor states in a series of decrees
and agreements. This process of weakening and failure derived from
fundamental problems to do with economic shortcomings and national
and ethnic tensions, yet these were, of themselves not especially new
challenges. Why was the state susceptible to forces it had, in the past,
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been capable of coping with? One of the reasons for this was the desta-
bilising of the state, in ideational as well as material terms, brought
about by the end of the Cold War.

The end of the Cold War and Soviet vulnerability

This book has developed a view of state power which presumes that a
state’s most fundamental action is the process through which it pro-
duces and reproduces its position of dominance. There should never be
an assumption of stasis or continuity. Rather, we should presume that
specific processes produce a condition in which inertia or stability is the
primary characteristic, and it is these processes which we must uncover.
Based on this, Chapter 1 outlined a five-stage track of state instability
which represents the steps that states go through when they are failing
to reproduce themselves effectively. On this track, the second stage was
designated as state vulnerability. This is premised on the assumption
that a state is a system of social institutions which constantly produces
and reproduces the mechanisms through which it is able to dominate a
given territory and people; thus, its political power is contingent on the
successful reproduction of these mechanisms. However, a state is not
always able to cope with changes in either the international or domestic
context of its existence. A change in values may undermine its claim to
authority, a war may radically weaken its capabilities, or perhaps a reces-
sion in the international economy may destabilise the ruling elite.
Regardless of the nature of the development, whenever a large-scale
change in circumstances effects the patterns of state rule, the state must
adjust its means for mediating its relations with the international and
domestic contexts so that it can continue to rule effectively. However,
states are not always capable of coping with change. Because of an
ignorance of changes in the state’s social conditions, or an inability to
make the necessary changes due to insufficient capabilities, states can be
made vulnerable.

To understand how and why a state has ended up in a situation of
vulnerability, one must look both to the structural and the contingent
for the sources of its problems. Clearly, the longer term developments
establish a context in which specific acts or phenomena actually drive
the state into this dire condition. In the Soviet case, one may point to a
raft of longer term problems which were structural contributions to
vulnerability, the most notable of these structural preconditions were:
the declining economic performance; ideological disillusionment; the
limits of Soviet-style industrial development; the inability to cope with
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the third industrial revolution; an easing of control; development of
society and changed expectations; international pressure and the
relative failure of the communist model.36 The contingent elements
were: the economic chaos brought on by the leadership’s raft of
economic reforms; the unleashing of popular forces through glasnost
and demokratisatsiia; the efforts of a faction of the elite to capture the
state; the rejection of the ideology at the heart of the state and the end-
ing of the Cold War. All of these elements, bar the ending of the Cold
War, are generally agreed to have weakened the state and helped bring it
down, the focus here is on this neglected latter category.

As this book is concerned with the way in which the end of the Soviet
international confrontation with the capitalist West weakened the insti-
tutions of the state this chapter does not consider other, more obvious
international causes of Soviet collapse such as the cost of empire, the
arms race and Afghanistan. There are two reasons for this. First, many of
these have been adequately studied and scrutinised and the conclusions
of these studies do not contradict or undermine the results of this study.
Second, we are interested in a different form of causation than that
brought about by the immediate instrumental costs of international
engagement. The concern here is the way in which the Soviet interna-
tional confrontation influenced the production and reproduction of the
Soviet state and how the termination of this conflict damaged the
structures of Soviet power.

As shown in the previous chapter, the pursuit of a more benign inter-
national posture was part of an effort to reform the Soviet Union.
Specifically, one of the aims was to establish better international condi-
tions within which to pursue reform. If the Soviets could escape the
costly arms race, decrease funding to third world regimes and participate
in the capitalist world economy with its more efficient division of
labour, then, so the logic went, they stood a much better chance of
revitalising the Soviet economy and society. Perversely, it had the
opposite effect. Not only did ending the Cold War not establish a better
context for reform or improve Soviet life, it actually destabilised the
USSR and, in turn, contributed to the breakdown of the Soviet state. It
was one among a range of domestic and international developments
which destabilised the leadership, hampered the USSR’s governmental
effectiveness, and dealt a heavy blow to the state itself. One can identify
three distinct, though related, ways in which the change in its interna-
tional posture contributed to the pressure on the institutions of this
rigid state. The first was the immediate effect that it had on the leader-
ship. Second, the material dimensions of Soviet rule were hindered by
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the absence of the structuring mechanisms of the international
confrontation. Third, the idea of the Soviet Union was undermined by
the change in its international posture. The end of the Cold War played
an important role in creating a situation of great power vulnerability.
While it was not the sole cause of the weakening of the state, it was a
significant contributory factor to the situation in which a state with
enormous reserves of military and coercive strength could no longer
reproduce itself in the way that it had in the past.

Immediate challenges

The most apparent way in which the end of the Cold War damaged the
state stems from the impact that it had on the leadership and specifi-
cally on the domestic prestige and political capability of Gorbachev and
the reformist elite. The sense that Shevardnadze and he had given in to
the West and sold the Soviet Union’s military capacity short was an
important precursor to the split by the conservative wing of the CPSU
and the military. Seen in the context of the economic crisis of
1990–1991, the long list of military agreements and geopolitical conces-
sions, from the INF agreement to the Soviet concession to a unified
Germany within NATO, began to be seen as a long list of giveaways in
which Soviet interests, power and principles had not been protected.
From this vantage point, the end of the Cold War was a process in which
Gorbachev sacrificed longer term Soviet interests in an effort to be pop-
ular in the West and to use this to his advantage at home These sacrifices
were, furthermore, extracted by the West at too low a price. The end
of the Cold War, from this perspective, took too American a direction.37

This had the effect of energising the conservative ranks and fuelled
further the public disillusionment with Gorbachev and his coterie.
Colonel Viktor Abalkin articulates this sense, ‘We are like Cupid: armed,
naked and we impose love on everyone … Sad as it may be, the reality of
today’s “new thinking”, the priority on “common human values”, well
the reality is that the Soviet Union has lost its status as a superpower. It
is treated as if it should know its place. We are bullied now.’38

This resulted in the end of the Cold War becoming something of a
hook on which to hang other criticisms. The end of the confrontation,
far from being both a practical and rhetorical benefit, was a significant
liability. This was compounded by the lack of US aid, credits or other
assistance which might have mitigated both the severity of the eco-
nomic crunch and the perception that Gorbachev and Shevardnadze
had frittered away the Soviet Union’s last remaining symbols of power,
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influence and grandeur. It was not just the trappings of power which
disenchanted people. Both in elite circles and among the populace at
large, there was a sense that Gorbachev had given up on the principles
of communism which had been central to so many lives and deaths. For
some he had simply ‘sold out’ the millions who had died in the Great
Patriotic War.39 Thus the external prestige, which had helped launch
Gorbachev’s reform programme, demonstrably hampered his efforts to
reform the state, and, more importantly clearly weakened his hold on
power of the state itself. The end of the Cold War provided neither pres-
tige nor economic and social benefits and only compounded the sense
of failure and disillusionment within the elites as well as the population
at large.

As Gorbachev became less popular, and as fault lines emerged in the
CPSU, he turned more and more to the international realm to try to
acquire further stocks of his much depleted political capital. This turn-
ing outwards for success precipitated a downward spiral in the leader-
ship and the state more generally. In venturing abroad, in failing to
reunify the party, and in failing to deal adequately with the very real
economic problems, Gorbachev pushed himself and his reform process
further and further into the mire.40 Not only did he become less popu-
lar domestically as a result of efforts to increase his international cachet,
he also became less effective internationally. His trips abroad in
1990–1991 to shore up his domestic support and to gain credits and aid
from the West were unsuccessful. His attendance at the G7 meeting in
1991 was a sad example of this.41 Gorbachev’s falling popularity resulted
in arguments within American foreign policy circles on who to back,
with Bush supporting Gorbachev, but with others arguing that they
should be closer to Yeltsin.42 The immediate impact of the end of the
Cold War was to increase the erosion of support for Gorbachev and his
elite. It gave succour and political bite to the splits in the CPSU and it
further hindered the ability of Gorbachev and the elite to manoeuvre
the state out of trouble. But it was not only in the domestic implications
of a decline in external prestige that the end of the Cold War con-
tributed to the vulnerability of the Soviet state. Significant problems can
also be found at the material and ideational levels.

Material dimensions of vulnerability

At first glance, one might think that the international political change
would not have too great an impact on the domestic life of either the
state or society. Yet the Cold War’s end challenged the very essence of
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the Soviet state by undermining the CPSU’s claim to rule and the order-
ing of institutions of state. Chapter 3 demonstrated the various ways in
which the international confrontation penetrated the Soviet state and
helped to reinforce its system of rule in a larger sense. In unshackling
these larger structures of the state, the change in foreign policy orienta-
tion destabilised the system. These elements of rule have both material
and ideational dimensions. Material refers to the way in which the state
rules in concrete terms and ideational refers to the principles and ideas
which give these concrete structures an effective social purchase.43

While some may argue that the distinction is somewhat artificial, it is
still useful to distinguish between principle and practice, and an analytic
separation helps to clarify how the interaction takes place in specific
circumstances.

On the material front then, Goldman points out that the sheer chaos
in the final years of the USSR was due to the simultaneous introduction
of political and economic reforms.44 He is referring primarily to the
problems which resulted from the economic hardship wrought as a
result of reform, and the introduction of glasnost which facilitated the
vocalisation of complaint. But a third level of reform should be added to
this challenge: the complications introduced by the international polit-
ical shift. The leadership pursued a radically different international
posture and implemented fundamental economic and political changes
in the domestic sphere simultaneously. This simultaneity produced a
context of chaos in which all of the arms of the state were groping in the
darkness, to say nothing of the reaction of the population to this
disturbing state of affairs. The simultaneous nature of reforms only exac-
erbated the trauma within the state and the social disorder experienced
by the population.

The second manner in which the end of the Cold War damaged the
material dimensions of Soviet state power was the removal of it as a
macro criterion of value. The international confrontation had acted, in
the fields of state organisation, economic planning and foreign policy,
as a key organisational principle of the Soviet state. The point was made
in detail in Chapter 3, but is worth reiterating. The Soviet state had been
structured around the achievement of specific aims. One of these was
the development of a qualitatively better social system than that
provided by capitalism.45 This aim was one of the fundamental causes of
the confrontation between Soviet communism and the capitalist West.
The confrontation, at both the social and military levels, helped to pro-
vide the state with guidance about the ‘needs’ of society. It facilitated
‘knowledge’ with which it could make plans for social organisation and
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in this way international competition made its presence felt in an 
overt sense.

In a more direct sense, the international confrontation penetrated the
economy and acted as a broader structuring force within the command
system. It influenced key structural mechanisms and greatly shaped the
nature of many commands. As shown, the confrontation provided a
telos, it helped order priorities, it gave purpose and order within the
decision-making hierarchies of the CPSU. Laqueur notes that the

population had been indoctrinated to believe that a rapacious and
aggressive enemy made it necessary for the Soviet Union to engage in
costly defence to preserve the achievements of the regime. This state
of siege mentality was widespread and deeply rooted. How could the
partly leadership and the police apparatus be justified without an
omnipresent enemy?46

Laqueur argues that the Cold War justified the privations of the Soviet
system based on this threat.47 He is right, but his strictly instrumentalist
interpretation is an overstatement. The confrontation with the West
helped to justify actions, but the justifications were not purely cynical;
there was a belief in both the threat from the West and it was matched
by a sense that the Soviet way was necessary to make things better. Thus,
in this triple sense the international confrontation supported the Soviet
state. It was an instrumental dimension of a larger ordering principle
which permeated the state. As a consequence, the end of the Cold War
undermined the mechanisms and justifications for, not only the form of
state, but also the repressive nature of Soviet rule. Ultimately, the end of
confrontation meant that the directional capacity of the Soviet state had
been undermined.

One example of the problems caused by the departure of the Cold War
priorities can be seen in the effort to come to terms with the market
system and the subsequent struggle over the types and forms of new
economic systems. Once the leadership had belatedly realised that the
economy needed more radical reforms than had been attempted in the
first two years, there was no consensus about what to replace the old sys-
tem with, nor even how to go about pursuing reform. Three significant
attempts were made, the first centred on the Enterprise Law, the second
on the 500-day plan and the third on the Anti-Crisis plan of 1991.48

Each of these efforts failed. The reform process was as much hindered by
the flip-flopping of the leadership as it was by the larger problems beset-
ting the economy.49 The economic disaster was compounded by the lack
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of consensus among the elites about what direction to take the economy
in. The removal of several of the core elements of the economic system
which were a product of the international confrontation – the priorities
and ordering principles – helped to destabilise the economy and
contributed to a condition of vulnerability whereby weakness was
compounded by the inability to replace the system.

In ending the Cold War and so moving away from international con-
frontation of geopolitics and socio-economics, the Soviet state lost a
mechanism with which value could be measured and knowledge gener-
ated. In the context of the reform process and its consequent chaos, the
end of the Cold War stripped away the elements of the system which
helped to make it work. It destabilised state institutions and conse-
quently helped to induce a condition of vulnerability. The end of the
Cold War was not the pre-eminent reason for the failure of various insti-
tutions of state in a purely material sense. There were other factors such
as bankruptcy, wage blowouts, inflation and the ambivalence of the
leadership to the problems exploding in society.

Ideational vulnerability

At its heart, the international confrontation was produced by contradic-
tory and antagonistic views of how the world should be ordered. It is not
surprising that, of the various ways in which the conflict penetrated the
Soviet state, some of the most significant were in the ideational sphere.
It was clear that ideology was central to the unity of the CPSU, to its
claim to rule and to its organisation of people’s lives. In writing about
the lapse in faith in communism of the ruling elite, Dallin emphasises
just how important the idea of faith was ‘for the cohesion of a regime
that had chosen to make its ideology so central and weighty a core of its
system’.50 Jack Matlock, America’s ambassador to the USSR in the 1980s,
correctly notes that ‘the Cold War could not end, truly and definitively,
until the Soviet Union had abandoned its system’s ideological linchpin,
the class struggle concept. And once it did, the system itself had no
arguable rationale.’51 Matlock is right to note that without the underly-
ing revolutionary ideology, both the Cold War and the very state itself
had little reason to be.

Chapter 3 pointed out five ways in which the international
confrontation reinforced the Soviet state’s ideological claim to rule and
provided it with important sociological ‘glue’ which both held the elite
together and which helped the Soviet state to predominate. The first was
the sense in which the confrontation facilitated the state’s efforts to
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control the population. The second was the way the confrontation was
used as a means to justify the privations and difficulties of Soviet life and
to justify the direction of social life dictated by the state. Third, it
provided a structuring sense of purpose. Fourth, the conflict was a
source of prestige and a demonstration of the necessity of communist
ways of life. Finally, in its dual incarnation as a purpose and a challenge,
it established a set of limits for political action. The confrontation,
alongside other domestic forces, helped set the parameters of the politi-
cally possible in a manner conducive to the CPSU’s continued position
of dominance within the state. In short, the international confrontation
was a cornerstone of the practised idea of Soviet rule.

While the end of the Cold War clearly undermined these five elements
of state control and helped, in this way, to destabilise Soviet power,
there is more to the end of the Cold War, in ideational terms, than the
removal of these struts. Chapter 2 showed the importance of a proces-
sual understanding of state power and specifically the centrality of
power-as-practice to the workings of the modern state. The end of the
Cold War severed the link between Soviet ideology and the practice of
state rule. To maintain effective rule states need to ensure, not simply
that they are materially capable of clinging to power; they need to have
more than just enough tanks, guns and money to reproduce themselves
in an effective manner. To reproduce, states need to have a meaningful
transcendent claim which is then translated by state power-as-practice
into a reproducible system of rule. Without this, the state may limp on,
but in an increasingly decrepit manner.

The importance of revolutionary values to the Soviet state’s transcen-
dent moral claim has been shown in this book. Furthermore, it has
shown that states need to have meaningful incarnations of the larger
transcendent moral claim to give their material powers greater social
effect. The international confrontation was just such an incarnation.
The nature of the moral claims made by the CPSU and consequently the
Soviet state – the construction of communism, inside and outside the
USSR, the dictatorship of the party, the right to rule based on the theory
of Marxism–Leninism and the idea of class conflict and proletarian
internationalism – in the face of a hostile West produced the confronta-
tion. If the conflict is thought of not just as a set of hostile actions, but
as a larger structure of the Soviet state, as a part not just of its ideology,
but as a central form of state power-as-practice, then the ideational
implications of the end of the Cold War are put into a new light.
The end of the Cold War meant not just an end to arms races and third
world intervention. For the Soviet state, it meant that the link between
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ideology and political practice was severed. More importantly, the
transcendent moral claim which the CPSU had been making as a justifi-
cation for its pre-eminent position had been removed. Without the con-
frontation between Soviet communism and the capitalist West, then
precisely what was the Soviet state for and how was it to rule? Central to
CPSU rule was the usurpation of the market system and indeed the
international system itself. In surrendering to the very values it had
opposed, the Soviet state gave up its claim to rule. In failing to practice
the ideology at the heart of its system, the Soviet state fundamentally
altered the nature of the state and it was made to struggle to survive;
a struggle which it quickly lost.

In short, the end of the Cold War demonstrated clearly that the CPSU
could no longer rule as it had in the past. The values on which it had
made its claim to rule were shown to be internationally and domesti-
cally moribund. In pursuing a more benign international posture,
Gorbachev and his elite set about undermining some of the key ideas
and practices of the Soviet state. The end of the confrontation not only
hampered institutional claims, but also the functional efficacy of state
power-as-practice. These changes created the condition of Soviet state
vulnerability. One must wonder whether the leadership would have
acted with the same zeal if they had known the implications of their
actions. The tenacity with which Gorbachev clung to power in his final
years would have one believe otherwise. The end of the Cold War and
consequent condition of vulnerability also shows us that the Soviet
state, in ideational and material terms, was extremely rigid.52 Not only
was the system rigid, it was, in ideological terms, tightly interwoven and
unified; if one element of the structure was altered, the knock-on effects
were great. The dramatic unravelling of ideology and practice was a
result of this tightness. The shift in foreign policy which led to the
unpicking of the idea behind Soviet rule demonstrates that the state was
like a tightly wound spring. The Soviet failure in the international
confrontation undermined the CPSU, its promotion of values which
flatly contradicted everything that it had stood for and the way it had
practised rule thoroughly undermined the idea and practice of a partic-
ularly Soviet state.

The international confrontation played an important role in Soviet
power. It had helped to provide a moral claim, mechanisms for material
capability, a sense of legitimacy, a justification for actions and, most
importantly, was a central part of state power-as-practice in the repro-
duction of state power. The end of the Cold War removed a range of
power sources from the Soviet state and helped to create the circumstances
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in which the institutions of the USSR could no longer reproduce Soviet
dominance as they had in the past. It was not the only reason for the
vulnerability. Long-term economic decline, developments in society, the
relaxation of control and disillusionment within the CPSU also
contributed to this condition. To understand fully the collapse of the
Soviet Union, one must add the end of the Cold War to the forces of
nationalism, economic crisis and elite fragmentation which ultimately
dissolved this once powerful monolith.

Vulnerability and collapse

The speed with which a great power can fall is remarkable. From a situ-
ation of vulnerability, which emerged during 1988 and was evident
from the beginning of 1989, the Soviet Union rapidly began to break
apart. Independence movements proliferated in the republics, the insti-
tutions of the state (particularly the CPSU) and the economic structures
began to fracture terminally. The collapse was caused by developments
operating on distinct chronological scales; the long-term structural
(phenomena such as declining economic capacity, and disillusioned
population), shorter term contingent (actions such as the reforms of the
economic and political systems and the end of the Cold War) and the
fatal blows. This last term refers to the blows which, given these two
preconditions, actually destroyed the state by preventing the mecha-
nisms which reproduced state rule from functioning. This final section
of the chapter will briefly set out the ‘fatal blows’ of the Soviet collapse,
namely, nationalism, elite fragmentation and economic collapse, and
relate them to the condition of vulnerability. The purpose is not to set
out a comprehensive explanation of the Soviet collapse, but to contribute
to the ongoing debate about the causes of collapse by using the idea of
vulnerability to examine the role that the end of the Cold War played in
undermining Soviet power.

Elite fragmentation

The unity of the CPSU had been central to the success of the Soviet
state.53 The party had maintained its tight grip on power for many
decades and the fracturing of the ruling elite in the face of economic,
political and social challenges dealt the first of three blows to the Soviet
system. As shown in Chapter 3, the CPSU was the bedrock of the state
institutions and the fusion of party and state was the hallmark of this
mono-hierarchical system. The party’s ability to isolate any challenges
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to its authority with great efficacy had assured its position of primacy.
Once the party began to fragment into various groups, this power was
terminally shaken.54

Under nationalist, economic and other political pressures the unity of
this group began to erode. Gorbachev maintains that the divisions
among the reformists seriously undermined Soviet power:

During the years of perestroika the fragmentation of the democrats,
the back-biting among them, the attempts by each group to show
that it was ‘more democratic’ than the others ultimately became one
of the reasons for the undermining of democratic change and then
the interruption of perestroika as a result of the August ’91 coup.55

Division among the reformists was not the sole problem. The formation
of a conservative bloc was equally important in the fragmentation of the
elite and the undermining of the Soviet state, and particularly acceler-
ated state collapse brought about by the failed coup. The divisions
within the party were heavily influenced by differing strategies for
maintaining political power. Many feared that the end of the Union
would lead to CPSU collapse and hence their removal from power.
Others recognised that such movements were likely and that their own
political futures lay precisely in helping to kill off the USSR.

The divisions culminated in the ruling elite of the CPSU splitting into
three groups. The first rejected the party and headed in a reformist,
democratic and nationalist direction and had a decidedly anti-
Gorbachev character. This group was headed by Yeltsin and other ex-
communist leaders from the republics. Like Kravchuk and Shushkevitch,
they were not all democrats, however they recognised that this affilia-
tion was the best chance for their personal political survival. The second
group clung to Gorbachev and the party and believed that the Union
and party could survive not only reform, but also multiparty democracy.
The third group were the conservatives who wanted a return to the
Brezhnevite stagnation of the past. They were people, like Yanayev,
Pavlov, Kryuchkov and Yazov, who formed the Russian Communist
Party (RCP) and who instigated the unsuccessful coup. The group was
characterised most clearly by an anti-perestroika line, anti-Gorbachev
sentiments and a palpable sense that the past had been betrayed.

The first splits could be seen in late 1987, with Yeltsin’s criticisms, first
of Ligachev and then of Gorbachev at the Plenum of the CPSU Central
Committee.56 This resulted in Yeltsin’s expulsion from the Politburo on
11 November and his removal from the post of Moscow first party
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secretary where he had built up a reputation as a visible and energetic
reformer.57 This shook the population’s confidence in perestroika gener-
ally and Gorbachev’s commitment to it more specifically. It also invigor-
ated the conservative challenge which led to the publication of Nina
Andreyeva’s Stalinist diatribe ‘I Cannot Betray My Principles’ on
13 March 1988.58 The election of the Congress of People’s Deputies
(CPD) on 26 March 1989 then gave a public platform for the emergent
factions to gain political capital.59 Furthermore, Gorbachev’s decision to
have himself elected to the Presidency of the CPD in the old Soviet style
rather than subject himself to popular election further isolated him from
the reformist faction. A further significant development was the decision
taken at the 5 February Central Committee Plenum for the party to aban-
don its ‘leading role’ in society and to accept some form of democracy.
On 11 March, the Soviet Constitution was amended to reflect this.60

While the reformist element was coalescing around Yeltsin, the con-
servative opposition was inspired by the reformists’ method and they too
used Russian nationalism to achieve good representation in the CPD.
This led to the formation of the RCP which held its opening Congress
between 19 and 23 June and selected the conservative Ivan Polozkov as
first secretary. This separate party was supported and directed by
Ligachev and the conservatives.61 During this period, Yeltsin’s popularity
amongst Russians was on the rise and Gorbachev’s began to wane.62

Within the CPSU, the formation of a Democratic Platform on 20–
21 January 1991 gave reformers a better organisational base and further
undermined Gorbachev and the CPSU’s control and authority.63

At the twenty-eighth Congress of the CPSU, a new Politburo was
selected but, significantly, it had no real powers. Not only had the
reformists and conservatives moved away from the party, even Gorbachev
had stopped using it as a platform. Instead, he used his executive powers
as President with the State Council as his consultative group. Palazchenko
notes that in early April 1990 ‘it seemed increasingly clear that the left
and right despised Gorbachev equally and there was no center – certainly
no organised center’.64 Significantly, on 12 July 1990, at the end of the
congress, Yeltsin gave up his membership of the party.65 This signalled
most graphically that the reformist element had determined to move
away from the party.

Attached to the referendum on the new Union Treaty was a question
regarding the creation of a Russian presidency.66 This question passed
with 69.85 per cent of the vote.67 Following demonstrations in favour of
Yeltsin on 28 March, Yeltsin clearly defeated Ryzhkov (Gorbachev’s
nominated choice) in the election of 12 June.68 At this point, the CPSU
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could no longer be said to be the centre of power in the state. It had split
into three rough groups and was no longer in any meaningful sense the
ruling body of the Soviet state.

Until this point, the interests of the ruling elite had ensured that a
reasonable unity existed. The changing circumstances, different ideo-
logical commitments and different interpretations of how to maintain
their individual and collective interests in this new environment were
the factors motivating the split. Furthermore, the CPSU elite’s ability to
formulate and implement strategies to assert and protect their interests
had diminished greatly under Gorbachev. This limited capacity to act
and the directions they were tending, combined with the larger context
in which the ruling elite was no longer as far removed from the senti-
ments of society, produced the fracturing of CPSU solidarity. The CPSU’s
solidarity had been one of its greatest assets, when this cracked under
the pressure of ideology and interests, the party was undone.

The anti-Gorbachev coup of August 1991 marked the end of the life
of the CPSU, and in many ways, the end of the USSR itself.69 Having
already forbidden political activity in state institutions, on 29 August,
the Supreme Soviet of the RSFSR banned all CPSU activities and, on
6 November, Yeltsin issued a decree which banned the CPSU and the RCP
and nationalised their property. Thus, the core of the Soviet state was
dead. Killed, in the main, by the splits among its ranks which resulted
primarily from competing views on how to respond to the challenges to
the state brought about by the reforms, by personal rivalries and by the
end of the Cold War. Palazchenko and others had suggested early on that
one way to prevent the rivalries within the party from becoming fatal
and to ease the transition to multi-party democracy was to overturn the
1921 decision to ban any dissent from the party line by allowing formal
factions within the CPSU.70 These pleas had been ignored.

The splitting of the CPSU into three groups played a central role in the
destruction of the Soviet state.71 The divisions caused a huge amount of
organisational weakness which further exacerbated economic problems,
as well as giving further impetus to the sovereignty and independence
claims. It also allowed RSFSR state institutions to claim, progressively
through 1991, virtually all the state functions previously held by the
USSR for itself and the successor republics.72 Indeed, the major cause of
the Soviet state’s impotence in 1991 was the refusal of the RSFSR to con-
tribute to the budget. In rejecting the ideology at its core, the CPSU had
undermined the key claim to its legitimate rule. That, combined with
the unpopularity of the party and the party’s own division, left the once
all-pervasive body an empty husk. As a formal institution of state, the
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CPSU was unable to reform itself to react to the new circumstances. Over
the period of time during which the state was vulnerable, the ruling elite
split and fought among themselves over how to reconstitute the state
and who was to lead this effort. All this stemmed from the two crucial
movements at the heart of this argument, the socio-economic growth of
society, and the rejection of the values of the Russian revolution which
had so profoundly shaped the Soviet system.

Economic collapse

Yeltsin’s ability to tap into people’s frustration regarding the economic
crisis was crucial to his success in wresting power from Gorbachev and
the USSR. Furthermore, the economic failure of the Gorbachev reforms
meant that the state institutions were unable to resist the pressure put
on them due to their paralysis. Goldman correctly notes that ‘[b]y fail-
ing to master the country’s economic problems, Gorbachev lost his
chance to win the confidence of the Soviet people’.73 The problems of
the economy were significant. The failure of Gorbachev and the reform-
ers to deliver meaningful economic results – indeed their exacerbation
of an already poor economic situation – was a key factor in the break-up.

Under Gorbachev, the Soviet economy went from a parlous situation
to utter meltdown, and this deterioration cost him and the USSR dearly.
While longer term structural problems set the context of decline,
ultimately, the economic crisis was caused by a range of shorter term
crises. These immediate problems derived from a series of factors, the
most obvious of which were the budget deficits of 1986–1988 which
drove the huge jump in inflation and the buyers’ panic which became
the hallmark of the economy from that point onwards. The most impor-
tant source of the budget deficits derived from the international, but was
something that had little to do with the confrontation or its transfor-
mation: the dramatic drop in world commodity prices, and particularly
the price of oil which deprived the state coffers of crucial revenue.

The Enterprise Law of 1988 induced further shortages, wage jumps
and an increase in demands for government subsidies for failing busi-
ness. This culminated in Ryzhkov’s announcement on 24 May 1990 that
the price of bread and other staples was going to triple as of 1 July, with
further rises announced for 1 January 1991; the announcement
prompted a buying frenzy and yet more social chaos. The economic
crisis made the leadership look weak, it emboldened the opposition
(both reformist and conservative), and profoundly limited the ability of
state institutions to function.74 After six years of lurching reforms, the
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population had experienced further massive declines in production, it
had suffered exploding inflation, the collapse of intra-regional trade,
food shortages and widespread social chaos.75 Viewed from any perspec-
tive, the Soviet economy went from a state of general stagnation76 to an
overt meltdown in the 1990–1991 period.77

Scholars offer a range of explanations as to why the system went into
terminal decline. Ellman and Kontorovitch argue that it was the product
of the Gorbachev economic reforms.78 They argue that the weakness of
the Soviet system led to the slow down, but it was the making of poor,
inconsistent and misinformed decisions which led to the collapse. In
their opinion,

the result of Gorbachev’s economic policy and his changes to the eco-
nomic and political system which he had inherited was to demolish
a system which functioned, if far from optimally, and to leave in its
place a systemic chaos and harmful economic policies which had
very adverse effects on the operation of the economy and the welfare
of the population.79

Harrison argues that it was due to the half-hearted compromises of
perestroika, the political reforms which undermined the administrative
system and official sabotage.80 The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
argues that the problems derived from the breakdown of the traditional
economic management system, the loss of control of financial flows, a
badly managed attempt to shift the economic emphasis from invest-
ment and military production to consumer products and the increasing
impact of political and social tensions.81 Whereas Goldman puts the
emphasis on a supply-side depression which was the result of the
decreased power of planners, with inflation and private shops sucking
what few goods there were out of the system. The supply-side depres-
sion, he notes, was exacerbated by labour unrest, ethnic turmoil and fac-
tory closures.82 Goldman also argues that, rather than improving the
economy, the inconsistent and indecisive reforms inflicted yet more
damage on an already weakened system.83

Economic mismanagement steadily diminished the credibility of the
leadership, both within the ruling elite and amongst the population at
large. This, combined with the freedoms of glasnost, made for a potent
social and political mixture. Gorbachev and the leadership had moved
from trying to reform the Soviet system to, in the end, trying to establish
some form of regulated market economy. Not only had they changed
course, the leadership had proposed and counterproposed methods for
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achieving this end. Gorbachev had also shifted his political affiliations
within the CPSU elite, between reformist and conservative, depending
on how threatened he felt.84 In so doing, Gorbachev and those around
him succeeded only in impoverishing the population, wrecking what lit-
tle of the system that still worked and undermining both domestic and
international confidence in their capacity to manage the state.

This had three major implications. First, it diminished the stature of
Gorbachev and the reformers and made them vulnerable to the splits
within the party and to attacks by people and a media which had
recently been given the power of free speech. Second, it emboldened the
opposition within the elite, and gave political impetus to their demands.
Third, it undermined the capacity of the state institutions to function.
The end of the Cold War played an indirect role in the undermining
of the economic function. Its contribution to this dimension of vulner-
ability was indirect in the sense that it helped to provide a context in
which the criticisms of the leadership had an impact. It undermined key
structural elements of the economy, particularly the ordering principles
and production priorities. But it is important to emphasise that this
dimension of the Soviet breakdown – that is, the escalation of the
economic problems to the point of collapse – was pre-eminently of
national origin.85 In a situation of state vulnerability, fiscal and macro-
economic crisis, such as the economic collapse of 1990–1991, dramati-
cally magnified the challenge presented to the state.

Nationalism and resentment

That the Cold War helped to mask a welter of national tensions
within the Soviet Union and its East European bloc is incontrovertible.
That they played a central role in the collapse of the USSR is also very
clear. Suny and Carrère d’Encausse, in different ways, make exactly this
point.86 Suny shows that in when the Soviets had tried to clamp down
on expressions of national identity within the USSR, as part of their
attempts to forge a Soviet nationalism, they only succeeded in encourag-
ing distinct sets of national consciousness.87 Carrère d’Encausse main-
tains that Gorbachev was ignorant of the problems of nationalism and
his actions fuelled existing problems. Furthermore, Castells argues that
‘it was the pressure of nationalism, utilised in their personal interest by
the political elites of the republics, that ultimately doomed Gorbachev’s
reformist experiment’.88

Nationalism is consequently regarded as a self-evident explanation of
the Soviet collapse. Given the ethno-nationalist violence in many parts
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of the former-Soviet Union, this is hardly surprising. While it is wrong
to claim that nationalism had nothing to with the collapse, it is equally
incorrect to assert that nationalism simply undid the USSR. Carrère
d’Encausse argues that the Soviet Union had been a Russian empire and
that the failure to recognise the resentment in the provinces brought the
state to its knees. It is clear that resentments against both Russian and
Soviet impositions were great, but a more sophisticated understanding
of nationalism is needed to make sense of its role in the Soviet collapse
for resentment against the centre had existed for many years.

Nationalism should be seen as a functional political ideology rather
than the self-explanatory force which Suny and Carrère d’Encausse
portray. In the Soviet case, the Gellnerite understanding of nationalism
is most revealing.89 The idea of nationalism as a political ideology which
asserts that the political and national groups should be congruent
within a given territory conveys the way in which resentments against
Soviet and Russian impositions became political tools in the hands of
local and Union-level political actors, as well as sources of more sporadic
and aimless violence. It also forces us to think about how nationalist
demands interacted with political institutions. More specifically, the
nationalism which destabilised the state refers to two separate, though
related, phenomena: first, the demand for political independence from
the USSR; and second, the more disparate forms of nationalist violence
which had more spontaneous characteristics and more protean goals.
Thus far, we have shown that the end of the Cold War, as well as the
specific actions of the Gorbachev elite and those of the ruling class help
to explain the timing and nature of the economic and leadership
challenges which pushed the Union into the abyss. But does this relate
to the phenomenon of nationalism?

As in Eastern Europe, the political and economic reforms being pursued
by the leadership at home had unintended consequences. Gorbachev and
Yakovlev realised the need for an increase in autonomy within the Union,
but the implications of their actions spun quickly out of their control.
Combined with the broader politics of glasnost, the circumstances stimu-
lated the long suppressed demands for independence within the Baltic
states.90 Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania were home of the most consistent
pressure for independence seen in the USSR. A leader of Sajudis, when
discussing the movement’s tactics for non-violent independence, said
‘[a]t every step of the way Gorbachev will be confronted with the choice
of allowing us to edge closer toward our goal or bringing down his
whole policy and probably his own rule with it. For once we have the
initiative and we don’t intend to lose it.’91 That they succeeded in their
aims was a tribute to the tenacity of the independence movements, but
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their success was also the result of the incapacity – both political and
institutional – of the Union.

The end of the Cold War had a clear impact on the national demands
and violence of the period. Most clearly it was the demonstration effect
of the East European states casting off their communist shackles in 1989
which had the greatest impact. Gorbachev’s refusal to support the
communist regimes and his affirmation of national self-determination
at the international level had clear implications for his domestic action.
The combination of domestic reform and glasnost with the interna-
tional support for self-determination, put Gorbachev (who supported
increased autonomy but who was terrified of actual independence from
the Union) in a difficult situation.92

Perhaps the greatest contribution of the nationalist pressures and
violence which had arisen in the Baltics, Moldova and the Transcaucus
republics was the spur that it gave to Russian nationalism.93 Without
question, once the sense that Russia deserved independence from the
perceived oppression of the Union had gained political momentum, the
USSR, as a meaningful entity was doomed.94 Even Gorbachev recognised
this at the time. The creation of a new Union treaty which had devolved
much of the powers of the USSR was instigated by the ‘rain of sover-
eignties’.95 Tellingly, it was the planned signature of this treaty which
had been the catalyst for the conservative coup of August 1991.

It was not just claims to national self-determination which hindered
state functioning – nationalism of a less politically directed kind also
played a role. The ethno-nationalist strife of the more spontaneous and
disparate nature began in Kazakhstan in December 1986 and slowly
escalated in different parts of the USSR.96 Some of the more notable acts
of violence in this period occurred in Uzbekistan,97 Nagorno-
Karabakh,98 Baku,99 Moldova100 and Georgia.101 This violence resulted
in the dispatch of Soviet troops to try to quell the troubles. The arrival
of troops invariably fuelled the violence, exacerbated its consequences
for state functions, and further damaged its popular support. Also, this
violence and breakdown of social order further disrupted the economy,
particularly in the supply of food and other basic goods, and helped to
propel the economic system further into crisis.102

Nationalism and nationalist violence of this kind questioned the cred-
ibility of the CPSU and made its governing life more difficult by
contributing to the shortages in the economy through the disruption of
production and supply chains. Furthermore, nationalism served to fuel
the splits within the ruling elite, with each group reacting to incipient
nationalism in ways which they felt best served their agenda.
The reformers were encouraging independence movements, the
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conservatives were supporting a crackdown and Gorbachev did not
know what to do. The Soviet state was unable to cope with what
Remnick calls the ‘empire of resentments’ that had suddenly been
allowed to express themselves.103 The centre, which had for so long sti-
fled nationalist complaints, was seen to be supportive of similar move-
ments in its ‘outer empire’ and, importantly, was not strong enough to
do anything about them. Lewin expresses it neatly, ‘the exit of the
nationalities dealt the coup de grace to Gorbachev’s government, but it
was not they who caused the downfall. It was the decline and de facto
downfall of the regime that gave them the chance to leave.’104 The polit-
ical manifestation of these resentments, under conditions of vulnerabil-
ity brought about by the political, economic and social reforms of the
1980s, finally meant that the state, which had successfully managed to
fend off nationalist claims for 70 years, was unable to cope.

National resentments in some parts, and a more Gellnerite nationalism
in others, made this social phenomenon explosive. But nationalism did
not cause the end of the Soviet Union, the state was not broken by the
melted antagonisms of a multi-ethnic empire. Rather, the weakness of
the state allowed the resentments and nationalisms to surface. Once on
the surface, elites manipulated these frustrations, and the Soviet state
could not do enough to control or satisfy them. A further consequence was
that these nationalist demands weakened the state in material and moral
terms. This weakness, combined with the coup, cracked the Soviet Union.

Evaluation

The term ‘vulnerability’ reflects three changes in the institutions of state
rule: the inability to rule in the old way, an absence of a new set of mech-
anisms and a clear challenge to the state. In the Soviet Union in the late
1980s, all three conditions were present. Gorbachev and the leadership
had utterly changed the nature of the Soviet state’s relationship to the
international and the domestic spheres. They did so in an effort to revive
the Soviet economy and society and normalise the pursuit of socialism in
a larger context. But, as the reform process wore on, it became clear that
there was no settled consensus on how to reconstitute the Soviet state.
The competing constituencies were struggling to influence the shape
of the new state. The reformist elite wanted a democratic system whereas
the conservatives wanted a sort of Stalinism without the excesses,
Gorbachev did not know what he wanted, save that he wanted to remain
in charge, and the nationalists wanted out. The ruling elite began to
fragment and, as the economy seized up, nationalist violence exploded.
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The political struggle over the state became part of the third condi-
tion, the challenge to state existence. The Soviet state was clearly
challenged in a manner that can only be described as revolutionary.105

The state was made vulnerable by the efforts to reform the domestic
political and economic structures, as well as by the reordering of its
international relations in the immediate, material and ideational senses.
These developments, at domestic and international levels, caused a fun-
damental break in the nature and sources of Soviet social power.

In these circumstances, the Soviet state found itself under siege and
was unable to respond adequately to its challenges because of its low
levels of agential and capacity power. In short, it was too weak and frag-
mented to cope with the challenges of vulnerability. The longer term
structural problems produced a reform leadership which set about,
unbeknownst to them, creating the conditions for state vulnerability.
The reinforcing rods of Soviet rule had begun to crack and new ones had
not yet been constructed. The state was weakened by longer term
economic decline, the failure of its ideological claims and failure in its
international confrontation with the capitalist West.

The foreign policy of the USSR was a product of the Soviet political
system. The changes undertaken by the Soviets, which ended the Cold
War, reflected the developments within the society, but did not reflect
changes in the state. When the leadership began to recast the Union’s
relations with the rest of the world, the implications for its relations
with its own society were not realised. As the leadership discovered, the
state could not be recast in incremental reforms; a combination of
bureaucratic sabotage, larger institutional incapacity and the rigidity of
state functions prevented this. As more wholesale changes were intro-
duced, the state began to be undermined dramatically and its ability to
overcome its vulnerability was increasingly diminished.

The international confrontation was not an instrumental mechanism
whose sole purpose was the control of the Soviet population. The con-
frontation played an important role in a tightly wound and finely
balanced ideological system of rule. This tight system relied far more
than liberal states on its international sources of power. More precisely, it
relied on the linkage between its international relations and its domestic
state rule acting as an integrated larger structure of power which
reproduced Soviet power. It was in and through the conflict with the
West that the Soviets demonstrated how and why they were there. It was
the struggle against capitalism that gave Soviet rule a depth of social
purpose and efficacy. Without the confrontation, the Soviet state
needed to be radically reconstituted. The problem was that, as they were
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changing their international posture – with its consequent structural
and ideological adjustments – they were reforming other institutions of
state rule and the entire system became vulnerable. The CPSU needed to
find something else to justify its existence, to give it direction and with
which it could reconstitute its power-as-practice. Its failure to do so was
the result both of poor leadership, but also of the inability of the Soviet
state to adapt to non-Cold War conditions.

The end of the Cold War played an important part in the undermining
of the Soviet state. It changed the international conditions of Soviet exis-
tence and contributed to the chaos within the state as the Soviets sought
out new ways of ruling. It fostered a perception of state weakness, it
helped to exacerbate economic decline and contributed to the fragmen-
tation of the ruling elite. The confrontation with the West had been a
central part of the Soviet state’s architecture of power. It had played an
important role in the production and reproduction of Soviet state power,
and its removal contributed to the conditions which allowed the three
fatal blows to kill the Soviet Union off. In transcending a conflict which
had been at the centre of Soviet life, Gorbachev left behind the very
structures which had allowed the Soviet state to function and, without
an adequate replacement, the state was fundamentally weakened. The
processes with which Soviet rule could function, and power-as-practice,
which facilitated effective reproduction of state power, had been dis-
rupted by the removal of the key instrumental and ideational structure of
the Soviet state. The end of the Cold War, unbeknownst to Gorbachev
and the leadership, undermined certain essential mechanisms which
facilitated the reproduction of the Soviet state.

The international confrontation with the capitalist West was the prod-
uct of the claims, ideas and practices of the Soviets. The removal of the
ideas, as a result of a change in values and as a pragmatic response to the
dictates of a reform agenda, meant that the very foundations of the state
had to be remodelled. This chapter began by noting that few had won-
dered what the Soviet Union was going to do since it had removed its
enemy – liberal capitalism – from the practice of Soviet statehood. At
this stage, the answer to the question is clear. Gorbachev needed to set
about finding a new and resonant idea to unify the Soviet state. If he
had been able to forge some new principles, then he might just have
allowed the USSR to survive through the production of new structures
which would once again reproduce the Soviet state as a set of function-
ing institutions. It was the ability of Yeltsin, and others, to provide just
such an idea, generally in some form of nationalism, which allowed
them to seize state power from the derelict institutions of the USSR.
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